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‘The things that change the world, according to Chaos theory, are the 
tiny things. A butterfly flaps its wings in the Amazonian jungle, and 
subsequently a storm ravages half of Europe.’  
     Pratchett & Gaiman (1990)

Our paper uses a qualitative, case study approach to critically 
examine the role of community involvement in learning to adapt and 
develop resilience in the face of disaster. Within a decade, the already 
disadvantaged, small, Australian rural community of ‘Bellbird’ faced 
three catastrophic, human induced disasters: the Millennial Drought 
(1996 to 2010), a March 2013 bushfire and the COVID-19 epidemic of 
2020. Our interviews were conducted during late 2019 and early 2020 
with men and women shedders as well as their significant others in the 
usually vibrant and unusually gender inclusive ‘Bellbird Men’s Shed’. 
For at least six months following the interviews, the Bellbird Men’s 
Shed was shut as a consequence of the COVID-19 lockdowns.  
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We opportunistically reflect on the data from our interviews and 
emerging literature on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic to 
critically interrogate the role local community learning plays 
in responding to and developing resilience in the face of locally 
experienced global disasters. We conclude that Bellbird is a good 
example of a small, rural community where formal, top down decision 
making approaches to adult and community education in 2020 in 
Australia are sometimes impossible or inappropriate. Bellbird in effect 
exercised agency to create its unique, place and needs-based form of 
lifelong and lifewide learning ‘bottom up’ at its atypical community 
Men’s Shed. The practices and commitments the Shed adopted have 
provided the community with opportunities for developing personal 
and collective wellbeing and the necessary resilience for adapting to 
likely future shocks. 

Key Words: adaptation, resilience, learning, disaster, Men’s shed, 
agency, COVID-19 

Introduction to Bellbird

“I've seen fire and I've seen rain, I've seen sunny days that I 
thought would never end, I've seen lonely times when I could not 
find a friend. But I always thought that I'd see you again.”  
    James Taylor (1970) ‘Fire and Rain’.

The first disaster to affect the small Australian rural community of 
‘Bellbird’ (population 500) was the Millennial Drought (1996 to 2010). 
The drought was extensive, unprecedented and national in extent. A 
subsequent bushfire roared through the district on the 28th March 2013, 
unanticipated in its seasonal lateness and devastating in its impact. 
Before 2013, the township had no internet or mobile phone reception, 
no place to gather, no local shops and services and a languishing men-
only Men’s Shed. The post 2013 Bellbird Men’s Shed literally ‘sprang 
from the ashes’ as part of the post-bushfire reconstruction of the town, 
with women as unusually equal Shed participants.

The third ongoing disaster, the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded in 
Australia during March 2020. Within six months it had become 
global in extent, with a death toll exceeding one million people by late 
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September 2020. Immediately following our interviews in early 2020, 
the Bellbird Men’s Shed was shut as a consequence of the virus’s rapid 
community transmission and potentially deadly impact on older or 
health compromised adults. In September 2020, we opportunistically 
and critically reflected on the data from our interviews, drawing on 
emerging literature about the international impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Literature review

Walker, Holling et al. (2004), used the term ‘resilience’ to refer to 
the capacity of a socioecological system to absorb disturbances and 
reorganise while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially 
the same function, structure and identity. It is no accident that such 
expressive terms have been adopted by Martin (2012) to describe 
human society as it grapples, locally and globally, to adapt to the several 
‘wicked’, human induced disasters that become apparent over the past 
few decades. The local effects on the Bellbird community of climate 
change, including unprecedented drought and bushfires as well as the 
ongoing 2020 COVID-19 pandemic are very recent cases in point.

Increasingly, there is a realisation that the ability to reach a state of 
equilibrium is vexed by the changing and interconnected nature of 
the world. Instead, human systems are having to constantly adapt to 
meet these challenges. Martin (2012) refers to the process of constantly 
adapting to an ever changing environment as ‘adaptive resilience’, 
believing that regions may never need to be in equilibrium but instead 
show an ability to ‘bounce back’ to a more stable position. Robinson 
and Carson (2015) argue that the notion of resilience as described by 
Martin (2012) is inherently fuzzy and difficult to apply to communities 
in a homogenous way as it fails to capture the complexity of the 
resilience concept (Quinlan, Berbes-Blazquez et al., 2015) because of the 
interaction of individuals and communities in a complex system. Adger 
(2000) defines resilience as:

[t]he ability of communities to withstand external shocks to 
their social infrastructure. This is particularly apposite for 
resource-dependent communities where they are subject to 
external stresses and shocks, both in the form of environmental 
variability (such as agricultural pests or the impacts of climatic 
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extremes), as well as in the form of social, economic and political 
upheaval (associated with the variability of world markets for 
primary commodities, or with rapid changes in property laws or 
state interventions). (Adger, 2000, p.361)

Utilising ecological models as lenses to understand human resilience 
provides an opportunity to engage with people at both an individual and 
collective level (Preston, Chadderton, Kitagawa & Edmonds, 2015). Such 
models have been useful in determining how communities navigate the 
issues associated with disasters and the learning associated with them. The 
importance of the socio-cultural context (Robinson & Carson, 2016) cannot 
be stressed enough in terms of the pathways communities adopt to become 
more resilient both economically and socially. Magis (2010) points out that 
many resilient communities have found ways to thrive despite constant 
change and are able to maintain a sense of their own equilibrium. 

The quality of social support between individuals plays an important 
role in establishing resilient communities. Walker and Salt (2006) 
contend that resilience has to be understood in terms of the fundamental 
interdependence and interrelatedness of all things. In order to understand 
an individual’s response to his or her environment, it is important to 
understand the system (community) and the way its parts interconnect. 
Helfgott (2018) suggests that interconnectedness is an important 
consideration in resilience thinking. Helfgott refers to the work of Folke et 
al. (2002), where they emphasise the importance of the interplay between 
the physical, social, economic, political and ecological systems.

Helfgott (2018) proposes ten considerations for building community 
resilience underpinned by the paradigm of interconnectedness. For 
the purposes of this paper we wish to highlight the following from her 
work on resilience in relation to our study, including local ownership 
and leadership, alignment with local values, visions and aspirations for 
the future and learning by doing. Like Helfgott we identify community 
organising as a major source of local adaptive capacities for poor, small 
rural communities like Bellbird in coping with disaster.

Research into the aftermath of disasters show that gender stereotypes 
play an active role in determining the health and safety of everyone 
involved. Zara, Parkinson, Duncan and Joyce (2016) studied the highly 
gendered responses to the Australian Black Saturday (7 Feb 2009) 
bushfires. In the wake of this disaster men were found to face a huge 
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risk of not living up to the impossible male hegemonic role in the face 
of a firestorm. Zara et al. suggested that if women were to play more 
equal roles in emergency management and more men were to take up 
more caring responsibilities in the aftermath many of the gendered risks 
associated with such disasters could be minimised.

Educationists have long contended that transformational learning is 
enabled in ‘situated learning’ (Wedgeworth, LaRocca, Chaplin & Scogan, 
2017). Knowles (1989) argued that adults become ready to learn when 
they experience a life situation where knowing may be the difference 
between surviving, thriving or resorting to inherent habits of mind that 
have not served them well in the past. Whitaker (1993, p.53) proposed 
ten attributes that need to be present for beneficial adult learning to 
take place including; voluntary participation, collaboration, action and 
reflection, choice and change, motivation, critical thinking, self-direction 
in a setting where there is mutual respect and consideration of social, 
economic and cultural factors. 

Collaboration via voluntary participation, respect for others, their 
world views and values and a vision and aspiration for change are key 
factors in learning identified by Whitaker (1993). Bound up in the 
learning communities discourse is the ability to learn as a community, 
an attribute that is arguably highly relevant in responses to disaster. 
Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism recognises the 
contribution of others to every individual’s learning. 

Tschakart and Dietrich’s (2010) model of resilience included learning as 
one of the important factors in adapting and becoming resilient in areas 
affected by climate change. Unlike the traditional, linear, self-directed 
learning (SDL) models of Knowles (1975), more interactive models 
have emerged that emphasise how life circumstances contribute to the 
learning of individuals and communities consistent with ecological 
models of resilience (Spear & Mocker,1984). The literature review of the 
ecological, educational and SDL approaches to resilience point out that 
there is not one model of community learning that can be overlaid as a 
universal template in times of disaster, crisis and recovery. 

By September 2020 a sufficient number and range of academic articles 
about the local and international impact of COVID-19 pandemic 
began to appear. They highlighted the devastating impact on already 
disadvantaged groups including on older adults in the US (Campbell 
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2020; Hamm, Brown, Karp et al., 2020) and men’s sheds participants 
in Ireland (McGrath, 2020). The research also identified particular 
concerns about the severe impact of the virus as well as the associated 
lockdowns on mental health (Amundson & Taylor, 2020; Talevi, Socci, 
Carai, et al., 2020), psychosocial wellbeing (Otu, Charles & Yaya, 2020) 
men’s health (Baker, White & Morgan, 2020) and substance abuse 
(Biddle, Edwards, Gray & Sollis, 2020).

The context for the Bellbird study

The grassroots community ‘Men’s Shed’ model had, prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, spread widely within Australia, the UK and 
Ireland to become a well-known and widely accepted community-
based template for building resilience and camaraderie amongst 
older, predominantly rural men (Golding, 2015). In this paper, we 
focus on a small rural community that developed its own distinct and 
atypical, gender inclusive interpretation of a Men’s Shed. The Bellbird 
Men’s Shed manifest is focussed on inclusion, friendship, support 
and collaboration of the Shed participants extending to their male 
and female spouses, partners and carers. We chose the case study 
to illustrate the complex interactions and factors that we postulate 
act together to contribute to learning to be resilient in the face of 
unanticipated, successive disasters.

The Bellbird Men’s Shed would not register on Australian or state ACE 
(adult and community education) participation statistics, as it does not 
offer accredited programs. No one counts who comes or goes during 
the five hours each week that the Shed was open before the pandemic 
(from 12 midday to 5 pm each Wednesday). Nor would the many others 
be counted who participate informally in small groups on demand 
on several other days. If not for the present study, what happens 
to participants, spouses, partners and extended families through 
participation in this Men’s Shed and the multiple benefits of their 
participation would otherwise not be known outside of the community. 

Our interviews took place in the Men’s Shed ten years after the 
end of the protracted Millennial Drought and seven years after the 
devastating 2013 bushfire razed sixteen houses in the tiny, rambling 
rural settlement. Bellbird has no clearly defined town centre aside from 
a precinct that includes the Men’s Shed, the adjacent Soldier’s Memorial 
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Hall and a volunteer fire brigade facility, all renovated as a Victorian 
state government response to the 2013 bushfire devastation. The local 
post office closed almost 50 years ago in 1971, and there is just one bus 
service still running on weekdays to the nearest sizeable city with shops 
and services. 

Most of the current district residents are for a range of reasons including 
unemployment, disability and age, beyond paid work, and many men 
and women participate in the Men’s Shed. Buying a bush block and 
building a shack for many is dressed up as a lifestyle choice. However, 
for most it’s one of the few places that people working poorly paid, part-
time jobs or living on government benefits on a poverty wage can survive 
and build their own ‘castle’ in inland, rural Australia. Bellbird shares 
its postcode with 57 other small rural communities, effectively hiding 
its evident social and economic disadvantage in objective studies of 
inequality (Vinson, 1999).

Our first interviews were conducted during December 2019 and 
February 2020 just prior to the protracted COVID-19 lockdown. 
This period coincided with an urgent national and international 
dialogue about the impact of human-induced climate change as the 
unprecedented ‘Black Summer’ 2019-20 bushfires burned much 
of southern Australia. Nearly 3,000 homes and 34 lives were lost 
and 186,000 square kilometres were burnt. This time, Bellbird was 
fortunately spared.

Our intentions as researchers

We seek first to identify in our interview narratives what our interviewees 
told us, both as Shed participants and significant others of participants, 
about the Bellbird Men’s Shed and its multifaceted role and impacts in 
their lives and on the community. We then proceed to tease out these 
impacts and responses and opportunistically extend our original research 
intentions to be inclusive of and anticipate the effects of the subsequent 
disaster, the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic. We plan, like Zara et al. 
(2016) to later make this study longitudinal in order to look at the ‘back 
end’ of a disaster, in this case the 2020 pandemic. Meantime we seek in 
this paper to highlight that disasters can and do change the world, and 
that resilience sometimes involves exercising local agency and learning to 
respond at the grassroots level of community. 
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The wider contention we explore in this paper is about the value of 
learning and acting locally in the wake of disaster. We postulate that there 
may be value post the pandemic in re-examining how communities can 
and do exercise agency, acting and adapting to take charge of their own 
and common destinies, in spite of rather than because of government and 
‘top down’ service agency and professional program intervention.

Opportunistically reflecting back

Almost fifty years ago ‘A grand natural experiment: The Nadgee wildfire’ 
played out in a remote forest on the New South Wales - Victorian border 
in Australia. It was written up as an opportunistic study by Australian 
wildlife ecologists, Recher, Lunney and Posamentier (1975). A small, local 
study of the impact of logging on wildlife in 1969 took an unexpected but 
opportunistic turn. A catastrophic wildfire caused by lightning during an 
unusually dry summer in 1972 transformed it into a major but unplanned 
landmark study on the impact of wildfire on wildlife.

The unexpected dramas that played out within the past decade in response 
to the successive disasters affecting the ‘Bellbird’ community (its actual 
name is anonymised to protect confidentiality) would, like the Nadgee 
wilderness area, otherwise never have been heard of. We sense our study is 
opportunistically timely, being written up during the unprecedented global 
disruption caused by the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic.

Though it is just six months into the pandemic as we write this, a widespread 
and safe vaccine is still a long way off. The long tail of the COVID-19 will 
likely decimate and bankrupt many learning institutions and organisations 
and bring further seismic shifts to the way and the places that learning takes 
place in Australia in the community, from cradle to grave. Sixty years after 
the first Australian Journal of Adult Education was published in July 1961, 
W. G. K. Duncan’s Editorial provides us with a useful, very live question in 
the context of our current study: How is adult education to move beyond 
its historic ‘old fashioned’, ‘missionary’, ‘self-improvement’ mantra, to 
opportunistically ‘… be adapted to changing needs, how are newcomers to be 
initiated, and the ‘old brigade’ sustained and invigorated?’ (p.7).

Method

Our paper uses a case study approach drawing from the literature about 
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the development of personal and social resilience in the face of adversity 
through disaster. It proceeds to critically interrogate the role local 
community and adult learning play in responding to and developing 
resilience to locally experienced global disasters. 

Our research interviews were conducted in late 2019 and early 2020 
with men and women as well as their spouses, partners and carers who 
regularly and enthusiastically participated as equal ‘shedder’ members 
in the only community meeting place within 30km of Bellbird, the 
Bellbird Men’s Shed. By interviewing adults who participated in this 
Men’s Shed as well as their significant others we got to see, hear and 
gain a unique insight into the role agency and resilience plays in their 
lives and experiences. 

Our paper is based on fully transcribed interview data from focus 
group interviews with adult male and female ‘shedder’ participants 
and their substantive others in the Bellbird Men’s Shed. The research 
methodology was qualitative. Data were collected via three semi-
structured, face-to-face interviews of between 30 and 60 minutes in 
duration. University research ethics approval was granted that enabled 
on-site interviews with 18 fully informed and consenting adults. These 
interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, and themes were 
extracted from the transcribed data.

The interview questions explored the shedder and significant other’s 
perceptions of the impact of their participation in the Men’s Shed and 
on the community. Interview participants recruited by shedders as 
significant others included husbands or wives, partners and carers. 
Pseudonyms have been used to protect the identity of the participants.

Critical event narrative analysis (Webster & Mertova, 2007) was 
used in the study in order to acknowledge the complex, layered, and 
dynamic nature of the perceptions and experiences of the shedders, 
and substantive others. Webster and Mertova note that critical events 
have the capacity to capture the unforeseen, arguably typical of 
disaster experiences and responses. Narratives were used to story the 
participants’ responses. Although informed by a myriad of disciplines, 
and theoretical perspectives, ‘most scholars concur that all forms of 
narrative are interested in making sense of experience, in constructing 
and communicating meaning’ (Chase, 1995, p.1). 
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A narrative thematic analysis process was employed consisting of 5 
stages: (1) organisation and preparation of data, (2) obtaining a general 
sense of the information, (3) the coding process, (d) categories or 
themes (5) interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2014).

This paper takes the opportunity to reflect and analyse the interview 
data from the Bellbird Men’s Shed in the light of the community of 
Bellbird experiencing bushfire associated with climate change and a 
total lockdown due to the 2020 pandemic. The central question that 
underpinned our original case study was, ‘What benefits are there for 
shedders and significant others from participating in the Men’s Shed?’ 
Opportunistically, we extrapolate from this question and well beyond 
the Bellbird Men’s Shed setting to reflect critically on ‘What role has 
local community learning played in responding to successive disasters 
and developing community resilience?’ 

Limitations

The interview data analysed in our paper come from just three group 
interviews with 18 people conducted in one atypical, gender inclusive 
Men’s Shed as part of a pre-COVID research design. We are not able to 
draw conclusions about the Bellbird residents who are not associated 
with the Shed. We have not yet been able to return to the Shed to 
reinterview participants and find out how they have fared during the 
pandemic. We acknowledge the limitations of tentatively extrapolating 
from a local case study to rapidly changing, current world events and 
educational trends. We do so as we sense it is important at a critical 
juncture in world history to opportunistically encourage critical 
reflection and debate, by acknowledging evidence of a community acting 
locally and thinking globally.

Findings

The Bellbird Men’s Shed data were examined through a lens that 
concentrated on participant’s reflections on the journey of the 
redevelopment of the Men’s Shed after the 2013 devastating bushflies 
that swept through the town and district. The intention of our original, 
wider case study that included three other Men’s Shed was to gain 
insight into the role agency and resilience played in the lives and 
experiences of the shedders and significant others.
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We came to understand that the creation and reinvention of the 
Bellbird Men’s Shed was a critically important journey of community 
and personal adaptation to both adversity and successive disasters, the 
most recent of which was the community lockdown associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Common themes, which refer to important points in the study relating to 
participants’ perceptions, beliefs and attitudes were identified in the data 
(Anzul, Downing, et al., 1997). These themes are broken into four sections. 
The first section concentrates on the participant stories regarding the 
journey of the re-creation of the Shed after the 2013 Bushfires. 

The second section identified three themes in the data: 

1. Socialisation and Friendship 
2. Health and wellbeing 
3. Community involvement.

The journey of the re-creation of the shed

It was clear from the interviews that the pre-2013 Bellbird Men’s Shed 
had experienced protracted difficulties related to becoming established 
in the community. The original Men’s Shed was initiated informally by 
a resident who made his property available for gathering by men from 
the community. According to some participant accounts, the initial Shed 
organisation was not run effectively or inclusively. John talked about a 
culture of gossip and other mishandling:

There was a lot of dodgy things happening, and I didn’t want 
anything to do with it because I keep to me self, like I don’t run 
around and gossip about people … a lot of the people that were 
involved were coming to the Men’s Shed and they were talking, 
sitting around, not really doing much. They were sitting down 
and saying such and such were doing this and that. 

In 2013 the Shed was burnt down in a devastating bushfire, one of many 
that swept through many other parts of Victoria that same summer. 
After the fire, the then Bellbird Men’s Shed president resigned his 
position, sold his property and moved away from the area. 

The next president also ran the shed from his own property. This too 
was described as not being run very effectively. According to John, 
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during that time, the Shed was ‘struggling’ and was down to less than 
ten members. The decision was made at the time to include women in 
the Shed in order to bolster the numbers. The then president resigned 
not being happy with the move towards shed gender and age diversity 
and a new and more inclusive thinking president took over. Women 
and people of any age were welcomed into the Men’s Shed with an equal 
voice and the community involvement and friendships flourished. 

Post the 2013 bushfires the government funded the building of a 
new Shed building located next to the fire brigade and alongside the 
renovated community hall. 

Socialisation and friendship

Having a place to go to, socialise, and develop friendships was a 
common theme running through the participant’s responses, when they 
were asked what benefits they experienced when coming to the Shed. 
For Sam, the question ‘was hard to quantify’ because there were so many 
benefits. ‘It’s good to come and talk to people … just have a laugh’. For 
Ingrid when asked the question, her immediate response was ‘definitely’. 
Coming to the Shed for Ingrid was all about socialising and making 
friends. She reported that since coming to the shed she had made ‘a lot 
of friends’, and that are now friends that she socializes with outside the 
shed. She felt since she had been coming, she had an active social life.

For Cheryl not only had she made a lot of friends and enjoyed coming to the 
Shed, she also reported that her ‘job’ was to introduce herself to new people 
in the community and invite them to come to the Shed. She also reported that 
many people that she had met at the Shed she didn’t previously know were 
living in Bellbird. ‘People that have lived here for a long time and you come 
here and meet Allen and I didn’t even know he lived in my street’. 

Jane described feeling isolated in Bellbird when she first moved to 
the town. Since she had been attending, she has ‘lots of friends now … 
and a better attitude’. For Allen, the social activities crossed over from 
the Shed to the community hub located next to the Shed, where shed 
participants were involved in activities such as the Saturday coffee club, 
exercise classes and the Wednesday walking group. ‘It’s all tied into the 
community centre and the Men’s Shed’.
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Friendships for some involved sharing skills, like Don, who not only 
made friends but had learnt skills such as ‘pulling the head off the 
tractor’ which he had never done before. Don talked about the benefits 
that he received from the other members regarding advice about 
learning new skills.

Health and wellbeing

All participants agreed that there were health benefits for them coming 
to the Shed. For Ingrid this particularly involved her mental health:

It does help a lot with my mental state, through the friendships. 
You know you come here and see the faces; I can have a laugh I just 
think it’s really good for my mental health, that’s what I can say.

Sam’s response when asked about health benefits replied by saying, 
‘If it weren’t for the Shed I would go crazy and need to go to the funny 
farm’. For Jane who reported she had had depression in the past before 
attending the Shed, it had helped her overcome her depression.

I felt isolated, just dreadful really, and now I’ve been coming to 
the shed for quite a few years and I’ve got a lot of people I know, 
a lot of friends, and I have just felt I have a better attitude now. 
It’s social and I have friends that extend outside of the Shed and 
into my life.

Jane reported that she and Pete, her husband, had been coming to the 
Shed for some years and that their relationship was better because 
of it. She also reported that Pete’s health was better. For two of the 
participants, the benefits were also associated with having something 
to talk about with their partners when they went home. This was 
particularly the case for Ingrid, who admitted that prior to attending the 
Shed she didn’t have much to talk to her husband about but now ‘I go 
home and I talk about the Shed, otherwise there’s nothing to talk about‘. 
For Jane when commenting about her husband Tom, who attends the 
Shed with her: 

He likes it here, but sometimes it’s hard getting him to come, but 
when he’s here he likes it. When we come back for the Shed … we 
talk about it, we’ve got something to talk about.
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Community development/involvement

The contributions to the community made by the Men’s Shed were 
something the participants spoke about with pride. When asked about 
the Shed’s contributions, Sam, the president, was quick to report that a 
local community representative spoke to him the other day and said that 
they intended to donate to the Shed for all the work that had been done 
for the community. 

Participants’ proudly spoke about the community activities, some of 
which involved a fee, with the money returned to help maintain the 
Shed. Much of the work, however, was free and done proudly for the 
community including, according to Sam, ‘lots and lots of things that we 
do around town’.

Some of the work done at the Shed and in the community involved 
repairs, building, gardening, painting and ‘hole digging’. For John, the 
Shed ‘belonged to the community’ and he was happy to help anyone that 
dropped in. ‘We are part of the community and everybody’s welcome … 
if they have a job to do, we’ll help. They come in off the road and we’re 
happy to share our skills or help them with fixing something’. 

When asked about the aftermath of the 2013 fires, Sam spoke about the 
rebuilding of the Shed through funding from the government and the 
work that members did to help the community. This included members 
speaking about fire safety at the local school and others digging holes 
for new signposts put around town. The camaraderie and pride of the 
Bellbird Shed members was clear when they reflected on their efforts 
and contributions to and for their community after the significant and 
devastating fire. This practical community involvement is evidence that 
people involved in the Shed are willing to contribute to the wellbeing 
and resilience of the wider community.

Analysis

The original focus of this paper, as discussed earlier, was to re-
examine the Bellbird Men’s Shed data with a lens that concentrated 
on participant’s reflections on the journey of the development of the 
shed after the 2013 devastating bushfire. Themes in the interview 
data confirmed that there were clear benefits for the Shed members 
relating to the gender inclusive socialisation and friendship, the health 
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and wellbeing benefits as well as the contribution of the Shed to the 
community. Several of these post-disaster benefits of gender equity were 
anticipated by Zara et al. (2016). 

Themes from the data told the story of the Men’s Shed facilitating 
stronger and closer friendships post the bushfire. For others, it was 
about assisting them with their depression, mental health and feelings 
of isolation. For some of the members they spoke of having somewhere 
to go and how their participation in the Shed facilitated better 
conversations for them with their partners at home. 

The community contributions and the feelings expressed by the participants 
of pride and belonging described by the participants are in line with 
definitions of community wellbeing and community resilience. Notions 
of community wellbeing are understood as connecting with an increased 
quality of life, happiness and life satisfaction. Resilience is understood 
to emerge with and through dimensions of wellbeing ‘echoed through 
dimensions of resilience’ (McCrea, Walton & Leonard, 2014, p.172). Many 
rural communities have and continue to face challenges in the form of 
change, exemplified in Bellbird by the COVID-19 pandemic in the wake of 
the 2013 bushfire. Sudden and unplanned change such as an ‘unplanned 
disaster or an uncertain or unpredictable change … or a change that is 
slower such as prolonged drought’ are changes that can see communities 
challenged and adapt and transform (McCrea et al., 2014, p.172).

The data in this study showed the Bellbird Shed participants were no 
longer thinking about themselves as agents in isolation, some lonely 
and struggling with mental health issues, but rather as connected 
to a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) that provided 
opportunities for personal and collective wellbeing and also facilitated 
personal and ongoing collective agency and resilience. Collective agency 
can be defined as ‘a group of individuals acting as agents not only to 
improve their own living conditions but also to bring about change in 
their sociality thus transcending the limits of their individual wellbeing 
concerns ... [allowing] the interacting group of people to carry out things 
and achieve states of being that would not be possible when acting alone’ 
(Pelenc et al., 2013, p.88).

There is evidence in the interview data that the participants in the 
Bellbird Men’s Shed as well as their significant others have found a 
way of connecting with the wider community that serves them and the 
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community well. The ability to adapt successfully to change is indicative 
of a community that is learning, has the ability to self-organise and 
can be flexible and resilient in times of need (Robinson & Carson, 
2016). The participants in the Bellbird Men’s shed were seen to be 
displaying a community resilience along with personal agency as they 
worked together to form collective agency and personal and collective 
community resilience during a significant time of change.

We came to understand that the creation of the Bellbird Men’s Shed  
was a critically important journey of community and personal 
adaptation to both adversity and successive disasters, the most recent of 
which was the unprecedented community lockdown associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

In bouncing back from the ravages of bushfires, drought and a declining 
population, this largely unknown community resource the Bellbird Men’s 
Shed has transformed itself into the centre of informal learning as this 
community has adapted. In doing so, it has arguably become more resilient 
to future shocks, including the likely long tail of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Discussion

We submitted this paper for final peer review to AJAL in October 2020. 
Just one year before (8 October 2019) Barry Golding submitted an 
earlier version of ‘Getting serious: The national ‘vision splendid’ for 
adult education 60 years on’ for peer review, since edited and published 
elsewhere in this Special 60th anniversary edition in AJAL. Its original 
conclusion included the following statement that has proved to be 
particularly prescient and highly relevant to the present paper.

What happens to adult education and who funds or pays for it depends 
in part on the Australian economy and also which government is in 
power. Priorities about learning and education also shift depending on a 
wide range of social and demographic changes that occur independently 
of governments.

The 2019 [Australian] election showed that Australians had no appetite 
for national policy-based change. If, however, the social, environmental 
or economic order becomes frayed as a result of any external or internal 
future shock, the imperative of governments might be to act on the 
copious, existing research evidence of the multiple benefits of adult 
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learning. Meantime in Australia, there is a national attitude of mediocre 
is ‘good enough’ in terms of adult education, which may prove disastrous, 
costly and difficult in terms of social cohesion, sustainability and future 
international competitiveness in the case of internal or external shock.

Australia, like Bellbird, has since experienced two very recent human-
induced disasters. The ‘unprecedented’ 2019-20 summer national 
bushfire crisis had been predicted for decades as a downstream effect of 
human-induced climate change. As the current paper was being finalised 
in October 2020, Victoria was at a critical point in the tentative easing of 
the COVID-19 lockdown. 

The impacts of both disasters within Australia during 2020 have been 
incredibly costly and difficult. The long tail of both will likely haunt 
Australia and lead to intensive soul searching about learning to be resilient 
to future internal and external and global, human induced disasters.

While Adult Learning Australia (ALA) battled to stop community-based 
learning centres and their staff ‘going to the wall’, ALA’s planned 60th 
Birthday celebrations had been scaled back to ‘online by Zoom’ and its 
collaborative 2020 international conference in Canada was cancelled. 
ALA’s staff were working remotely. Almost every adult learning 
organisation including approximately 2,600 Men’s Sheds around the 
world had been locked down. Learning in previously face-to-face mode 
had almost all been put online as teachers and students in almost every 
education and training provider and sector had been physically locked 
out of their learning organisations by the pandemic to slow its spread. 
As a consequence, all formal learning became either individual or 
mediated via a range of technology-dependent platforms.

Within Australia, like other nations, a range of unprecedented financial 
interventions sought to temporarily shield community organisations, 
businesses and their employees from the worst of the enforced 
shutdown. The people of Bellbird lost access to their only community 
meeting place and were forced into lockdown, mainly communicating 
using drastic social distancing or online.

Conclusion

The Bellbird community has transformed the Bellbird Men’s Shed from a 
place and organisation originally intended mainly or solely for older men, 
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to become a de facto community centre for men and women across the 
community. Until early 2020 when shut down by COVID-19 restrictions, 
it was catering ‘bottom up’ for people with a range of complex and chronic 
wellbeing issues related to rural poverty and social isolation.

We conclude that Bellbird is a good example of a community where 
formal, top down approaches to the organisation of adult and 
community education in 2020 are impossible or inappropriate. It is, 
however, an excellent example of a community of practice that, like most 
Men’s Sheds and community ACE providers, has been empowered and 
resourced to exercise collective agency to create its unique, place and 
needs-based form of ‘lifelong and lifewide learning’ through practices 
and commitments that provided them opportunities for personal and 
collective wellbeing. There is no curriculum, teachers or assessment. 
There are no customers, students or clients, but importantly, as in 
the early ACE providers of the 1970s and more recently Men’s Sheds, 
there are experienced volunteers and a handful of skilled community 
development workers holding it all together.

To return to Duncan’s challenge in his 1961 Editorial, this is a particularly 
challenging conclusion for the ‘old brigade’ in adult education and the 
current skills outcomes-based funding model. We conclude that such 
models are very difficult to transfer to small rural communities without 
radical change, decentralisation and transformation of large, formal adult 
education ‘providers’, that have previously been working on a combination 
of professional, business and missionary models of top down ‘provision’ of 
accredited courses and programs. 

We conclude that the people of Bellbird, as for all people and 
communities, need to be fulfilled and connected in order to be physically 
and mentally well, as well as to respond to unplanned and unforeseen 
future crises and disasters. Whether it is provided through ‘houses’ or 
‘sheds’ as in our 2008 paper (Golding, Kimberley et al., 2008) matters 
less than empowering and acknowledging the significant value of and 
resourcing of people to create their own solutions. and in doing so 
develop a collective community resilience that will provide them with a 
readiness for future challenges faced by their communities. 

We draw two tentative, broader conclusions highly relevant to the 
contentions in the first sentence of the 1960 Montreal Declaration on Adult 
Education published in the association’s first AJAE journal (Montreal, 1961). 
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‘The destruction of [hu] mankind … has become a technological 
possibility to our present generation. … Either we survive together or 
we perish together. [We] … must learn to live together in peace. “Learn” 
is the operative word. Mutual respect, understanding, sympathy are 
qualities that are destroyed by ignorance, and fostered by knowledge. 

Our first broad but speculative conclusion relevant to the Pratchett and 
Gaiman (1990) Chaos Theory citation at the top of our paper, illustrated 
by the Bellbird study is that that human induced disasters such as 
climate change and global pandemics have unseen, unforeseen and 
perhaps surprising downstream effects at the level of a local community. 
In the case of Bellbird, we conclude that the community response to 
the 2013 Australian bushfires is consistent with Preston et al.’s (2015, 
p.730) observation that ‘It is perfectly possible to have very cohesive 
local, or networked, communities while society as a whole is not 
socially cohesive’. While it is too early for us to conduct another round 
of interviews which will make our original Bellbird study longitudinal, 
we anticipate, based on evidence from previous disasters, that the 
downstream effects of the COVID-19 pandemic will be severe and long-
lasting and exacerbate existing inequalities. 

We also speculatively conclude that while some human interventions into 
complex systems may have little effect, if governments and world leaders 
neither learn from previous disasters nor are reliably able to forecast future 
disasters, it can have potentially deadly and catastrophic impacts. Not 
learning from data, history, science, the experience of others (including the 
insights and stories from our interview participants) can be very deadly. 
Unless we work together collaboratively, nationally and internationally and 
learn about and address the causes and effects of inequality to health and 
wellbeing, we contend that similar disasters can and will occur again and 
potentially cause massive impacts.
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